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Abstract: Labyrinthine dungeons constitute a typical trope appearing in the Gothic literature of the 1790s, as well as in Victorian Gothic novels. The origins of this emblematic Gothic space were largely influenced by a series of engravings of the Italian painter G.B. Piranesi who in his sixteen prints entitled Carceri d’Invenzione (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Giovanni_Battista_Piranesi​) depicted the interiors of vast prisons with tiny figures struggling in the huge illogical areas.  The present study compares the oppressive architecture of the subterranean spaces in M.G. Lewis’s romance The Monk and a succession of stairs, trapdoors and cells in W.H. Ainsworth’s Tudor novel The Tower of London.  While Lewis adds magic to enhance the monumental dimensions of the crypts in the Spanish convent controlled by the Inquisition, Ainsworth brings the Gothic prison to the Nineteenth Century Britain, thus converting a typical Gothic setting into a national one.    
Introduction
In his essay “The 1790s: the effulgence of Gothic” Robert Miles identifies the key architectural features that characterized the newly published Gothic novels of the decade, naming the priory, castle, abbey, convent, nunnery, ancient house, and cloister (41). Closely connected to these structures are the generic or historical figures of the monk, the minstrel, knights, the royal captives, Lady Jane Grey, and John of Gaunt (Miles 42). Some of these characters were involuntarily inhabiting the dungeons, cells or sepulchres hidden in the subterranean spaces of the aforementioned edifices. 
As Peter Brooks shows, the “explosion of claustral literature” in the period of the French Revolution reflects the fascination with these places and their related secrets of institutions devoted to discipline and chastity.  The dirty and damp dungeons display the dark side of human nature and the corruptness of individuals and institutions.  It is also a psychological area where characters can give vent to their hidden desires and repressed drives (258-59).  
In the Eighteenth Century iconic penal institutions existed in England and on the Continent that had developed into the powerful symbols of oppression. In London there was Newgate prison, rebuilt in the 1770s and stormed by mobs during the Gordon Riots of 1780.  In Paris there was the Bastille – the tremendously significant symbol of the French Revolution.  Towards the end of the century a model of a prison that was never actually built appeared - Panopticon designed by the British philosopher Jeremy Bentham.1   
The depictions of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth century prisons were largely influenced by the works of an architect, etcher and amateur archaeologist Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720-1778). Piranesi2 loved Roman ruins and spent most of his life in Rome, trying to capture the ancient and modern city in many etchings.  His drawings, however, did not aim at accuracy or objectivity. Instead, Piranesi stressed the creative role played by the ruins in stimulating the imagination (Pinto 3).  To enhance the emotive power of the ruins, the artist intentionally manipulated the scale of his drawings and exalted the spatial dimensions of Roman monuments. John Pinto argues that earlier representations of Roman architecture kept the viewer outside the buildings at the distance, while Piranesi “encourages the observer to view Roman architecture directly from within, thus heightening the immediacy of experience” (111).  
Equally stimulating for the early Romantic architects, painters, stage designers, and writers was a series of Piranesi’s etchings entitled Carceri d’Invenzione (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Giovanni_Battista_Piranesi​) or Imaginary Prisons (first published in 1750).  These sixteen pictures show the interiors of spacious prisons with striking architectural features such as arches, staircases, corridors and vaults.  The prisons contain various instruments and devices of torture - there are enormous wheels, pulleys, ropes and levers. The spatial dimensions of prisons are strongly exaggerated. As J. Scott argues, the immensity of the architecture seems to embody the workings of a great supernatural power (Piranesi). In contrast to the overwhelming architecture, the diminutive figures of prisoners appear to be completely lost in the vast areas, struggling in vain in these huge and menacing spaces. What is fascinating for the viewer is the fact that these vast interiors seem to continue infinitely. Also the dramatic contrasts between the lit spaces and the dark deep shadows greatly enhance the stunning effect produced by the etchings (Scott). 
Influence on the Early Gothic Novels
Piranesi’s etchings, as well as his personal contacts with English visiting artists, architects and patrons in Rome, gave seminal impetus to English literature and architecture of the period. John Wilton-Ely shows how Robert Adam, a Scottish foremost architect of the time, met Piranesi in 1755, and eventually returned to Britain with two Piranesi’s drawings (3). The highly influential second version of the Carceri from 1761 then exerted a marked influence on the early Gothic novel. The engraver’s impact on the Gothic writers has been recognized by many critics.3 Jørgen Andersen observed in 1952 that “there is a passage still unexplored leading from the Carceri into the strangely echoing vaults of the English Gothic novels” (50). The Gothic’s fascination with the Carceri is evidenced in the works of Horace Walpole, William Beckford, M.G. Lewis and Thomas De Quincey. Walpole’s advice to the English artists was to “study the sublime dreams of Piranesi, who seems to have conceived visions of Rome beyond what it boasted even in the meridian of its splendour.  [Piranesi] has imagined scenes that would startle geometry, and exhaust the Indies to realize”(xi-xii).  Moreover, the architecture of his Gothic novel The Castle of Otranto (1764) was largely inspired by Piranesi’s Carceri. As Giuseppe Massara showed, the real castle of Otranto in Italy was originally a prison (134-135). This was a highly significant fact, as the idea of a prison pervades the whole of the novel.  Most of the characters are prisoners of some kind - Theodore has been condemned to die, Hippolita, Isabella and Matilda are victims of Manfred’s despotic power, and Manfred himself could be seen as a prisoner of the history and fate - symbolized by the strong walls of the castle. 
The second proponent of the early Gothic novel, Beckford, acknowledged his indebtedness to Piranesi for the architectural images he employed in his oriental tale Vathek (1782). Beckford wrote in a letter that “I drew chasms, and subterranean hollows, the domain of fear and torture, with chains, rack, wheels, and dreadful engines in the style of Piranesi” (104).4 Beckford, in the course of his travels, came to Venice, the birthplace of Piranesi, and visited the prisons in the Doge’s Palace. This direct experience provided a source of inspiration for the development of the Gothic imagery of horror in his works.5
Lewis employed prison settings in the novel The Monk (1796), which will be discussed later, and also in his many dramatic works. His play The Castle Spectre (performed 1797) became famous for its depiction of a ghost. However, there is also an iconic image of a dungeon in which a victim - a long-lost father of a heroine - has been languishing for sixteen years. In Scene II of the fifth Act the stage directions read as follows:
A gloomy subterraneous Dungeon, wide and lofty: The upper part of it has in several places fallen in, and left large chasms. On one side are various passages leading to other Caverns: On the other is an Iron Door with steps leading to it, and a Wicket in the middle. (212)
Lewis even uses the narrow underground passages as a site of a comic scene as a confused and cowardly friar Phillip and a heroine Angela lose their way to the cell, extinguishing their torches and stumbling over each other (214).   
           No comic effects appear in a monodrama The Captive (performed 1803), and known accounts of the performance comment on its horrifying impact.6 The stage features a dungeon similar to that of The Castle Spectre - again a grated door guarded by bars and chains, and an open gallery leading to the cells above  (226). The prisoner is supposed to be mad; madness and surreal feeling pervade the whole play. At one point the victim exclaims “Tis sure some dream! Some vision vain!”(227), which aptly captures the atmosphere of the monodrama.
The Monk
In The Monk the settings show the author’s interest in “creating arresting tableaux or shocking scenes” (Miles 53-54).  Lewis situates some paranormal occurrences on the stairs7 descending to a sepulchre of the Convent of St. Clare. There the monk Ambrosio is first exposed to the black magic performed by his seductress Matilda. After navigating a winding staircase, they find themselves in a spacious cavern. Matilda invokes the demon performing her mysterious rites, after which “a pale sulphurous flame arose from the ground. It increased by degrees, and at length spread its waves over the whole surface... It then ascended the huge Columns of unhewn stone, glided along the roof, and formed the Cavern into an immense chamber totally covered with blue trembling fire” (The Monk 338).  The magic enhances the vastness of the sepulchre, adding new dimensions to its monumental size. This space is thus transformed into the dark and daemonic realm, and those who decide to enter it are lost forever, never able to find their way back.
A rather extreme prison scene appears in Volume II Chapter II when, after the terrifying execution of the Domina by the enraged mob, Lorenzo, pursuing the flying figure,  encounters the statute of St. Clare, the patroness of the convent. When he hears groans and lamentations coming from it, he determines to find the cause. Discovering the secret iron knob, he manages to press it, releasing the chain binding the statue to its pedestal.  A heavy iron grate emerges, which he removes.  What Lorenzo then sees could have been taken directly from Piranesi’s etchings: 
A deep abyss now presented itself before them, whose thick obscurity the eye strove in vain to pierce... Nothing was discernible save a flight of rough unshapen steps, which sank into the yawning Gulph…The steps were so narrow and uneven, that to descend them was like walking down the side of a precipice.  (397)  
As Lorenzo finds the courage to undertake this perilous journey, he discovers a captive, pale and emaciated figure nourishing a dead worm-eaten offspring, who happens to be his lost sister. Thus the horrible architectural imagery closely corresponds to the aspect and situation of the figure inhabiting it.  
The psychological states of characters in The Monk seem to reflect the settings and spaces they are surrounded by. Ambrosio uses the phrase “labyrinth of terrors” (443) when he describes the horrors that assail him when awaiting execution in his dungeon.  His dreams present him with similar pictures of menacing architectural features, as he envisions “sulphurous realms and burning Caverns” (434), or a “gulph of devouring flames” (436).  Also Agnes, who appears to be a most rational sufferer in the narrative, acknowledges the stunning effect produced by “an abyss [that] presented itself to my affrighted eyes” (423).  
The image of an abyss is interesting in relation to the notion of the sublime as formulated by Edmund Burke or Immanuel Kant.8 Burke mentions the exalted space as a source of the sublime when he says that “sublime objects are vast in their dimensions…the great ought to be dark and gloomy” (Inquiry 101-102). Also Kant specifically refers to an abyss when he states that the feeling of the sublime “is sometimes accompanied with a certain dread, or melancholy… a great height is just as sublime as a great depth, except the latter is accompanied with the sensation of shuddering, the former with one of wonder” (Observations 47-49).  In prison settings of the early Gothic novels the shuddering sensation definitely prevails.
 Piranesi and Romantic Writers    
The Romantic writers of the early Nineteenth Century appreciated the darkness and obscurity of Piranesi’s prisons.9 These dreamy, almost surreal visual experiences were highly appealing especially to opium addict writers. One of the well-known descriptions of Piranesi’s etchings was given by De Quincey in his Confessions of an English Opium Eater (1821). As Alethea Hayton argues, De Quincey never saw Carceri engravings; they became familiar to him from the account of Coleridge.10 De Quincey describes the striking drawings as follows: 
Some of them (I describe only from memory of Mr. Coleridge’s account) represented vast Gothic halls: on the floor of which stood all sorts of engines and machinery, wheels, cables, pulleys, levers, catapults, etc. etc. expressive of enormous power put forth and resistance overcome. Creeping his way upwards was Piranesi himself: follow the stairs a little further, and you perceive it come to a sudden abrupt termination, without any balustrade, and allowing no step onwards to him who had reached the extremity, except into the depths below. [ …] But raise your eyes, and behold a second flight of stairs still higher, on which again Piranesi is perceived, by this time standing on the very brink of the abyss.  Once again elevate your eye, and a still more aerial flight of stairs is descried: and there, again, is poor Piranesi, busy on his aspiring labours: and so on, until the unfinished stairs and Piranesi are lost in the upper gloom of the hall. With the same power of endless growth and self-reproduction did my architecture proceed in dreams. (105-106)   
Piranesi was thus able to offer an illustration of the nightmares of the opium-addicted Romantic writers, giving voice to their hidden fears, some of which reflected Kant’s notion of a great depth (“standing on a brink of an abyss”). The etchings definitely stimulated their imagination by providing architectural patters that they later used in their works. 
Ch. R. Maturin in his Melmoth the Wanderer (1820) introduces De Quince’s idea, speaking about an individual “being driven to the precipice of mortality” (100), mainly by oppressive social structures outside their control.  Alison Milkbank believes that Maturin anticipated the extension of a prison in a sense that it covered the whole social system or nation (149).  In Melmoth Spanish society is seen as a unified system of oppression under the rule of the Inquisition that does not hesitate to destroy a nonconformist.  The visual feature that connects the dungeon where the Spaniard is confined to Piranesi’s prisons is not the intricate structure or vastness, but its extreme darkness.  The prisoner describes the steps leading to a door, which is below the level of the passage, opening the terrible vault which might have not ever been unclosed before (101). He is desperate to have light: “In Christian mercy, leave me a light…I adjure you to leave me light, if it is but to gaze on that skull” (101). But his prayers are not answered, and he awakens “in the darkness of day” (101).  For him, the monstrous architecture of Piranesi’s imaginary prisons can represent a visual metaphor of his troubled mind.11
The Victorian Prison in The Tower of London
In the Victorian Gothic, the trope of the “release from the prison of the past” (Milkbank 145) continued to be one of the frequent topics for many writers. One of them, William Harrison Ainsworth, was a prolific and immensely popular writer of the 1830s and 1840s - his contemporaries often viewed him as a successor to Sir Walter Scott (Carver).12 In his three historical Tudor novels - The Tower of London (1840), Guy Fawkes (1841), and Windsor Castle (1843) - he employed Gothic settings, themes, and also architectural features. 
The Tower of London shows an affinity to Scott’s historical fiction by presenting the theme of the usurpation and disputed succession to the English throne. The plot is concerned with the political machinations aimed at gaining power over England after the death of Edward VI. The historical framework includes the nine-day reign of Lady Jane Grey, her dethronement, the coronation of Mary I., the restoration of the Catholic faith in England, and Sir Thomas Wyatt’s defeated insurrection. The Duke of Northumberland exercises his political influence to use the coronation of Jane Grey, his daughter-in-law, as an opportunity to make Lord Guilford Dudley, his son, the King of England. This project fails and Northumberland is beheaded, to be later followed by his ambitious son, one of the leaders of the doomed insurrections, and Jane Grey, who plays the role of a tragic Gothic heroine.  She is replaced on the throne by the Catholic Mary, who is later married to Philip of Spain.  This union had been arranged by a manipulative Spanish ambassador, Simon Renard, who threatens to “establish the Inquisition in the heart of London within six months” (404). 
There is also a comic counter-plot provided by the figures of three giants - Og, Gog, and Magog - guardians and gate-keepers of the Tower, who are allegedly the illegitimate sons of Henry VIII. They are supplemented by a dwarf, Xit, whose short body and love of mischief-making present a comic contrast to the giants. A melodramatic sub-plot resembling the ill-fated romance of Raymond and Agnes (Carver) from The Monk features the esquire Cuthbert Cholmondeley and lady Cicely, a Gothic heroine tormented by an abusive villain - jailer Nightgall.          
The architectural setting of the Tower is a focal point of the narrative. Ainsworth was obsessed with the history and architecture of this ancient structure and acknowledged this fact in the preface to the novel:
It has been, for years, the cherished wish of the writer of the following pages to make the Tower of London - […]  - the groundwork of a Romance…Desirous of exhibiting the Tower in its triple light of a Palace, a Prison, and a Fortress, the Author has shaped his story with reference to that end; and has endeavoured to contrive such series of incidents as should naturally introduce every relic of the old pile – its towers, chapels, halls, chambers, gateways, arches, and drawbridges - so that no part of it should remain unillustrated. (vi)
His concentration on the history and architecture was so profound and informed that it led Milkbank to remark that “one could use Ainsworth’s novels as actual guidebooks to the relics of Britain’s contested past” (147). However, this ambitious project presented some drawbacks for the readers, since long and detailed passages on the history and architectural features of the edifice may seem slightly tedious and protracted, preventing the story from moving forward.13  
Nevertheless, the trichotomy of a palace, prison and fortress is closely related to the plot development, mostly to the fate of Jane Grey. First, she enters a palace - The Tower - as a Queen. Following her deposition, she is kept a prisoner there. After her release, the fortress withstands the attacks of the insurgents. Then Jane is incarcerated again, to be finally released from the troubled life on the execution block. Ainsworth does not give a completely objective description of the structure - he stresses the dark and mysterious qualities in the fashion of the Eighteenth Century prisons inspired by Piranesi: “The palace, the fortress, the prison, - a triple conjunction of fearful significance - when each structure had dark secrets to conceal - when beneath all these ramparts, towers, and bulwarks, were subterranean passages and dungeons…” (147). Again, it is darkness, obscurity, complexity and intricacy of the system that suggest to the viewer that it is far beyond human capacity to comprehend and control this space.
The Tower’s function as a prison is the prevailing one. At some point in the narrative, many characters are forced to struggle in these horrid grounds, in darkness and dampness, starving, attacked by insects, threatened by a cruel jailer, or tormented by various instruments of torture. Prisoners are often of noble origin, puzzled by the turns of the fortune as they compare their present miserable state with their former happiness, wealth, or glory. Proud future Queen Elizabeth imprisoned by her sister Mary remarks that “It is a sorry lodging for a king’s daughter… and for one who may be queen of this realm” (360). Similar sentiment is felt by Agnes de Medina from The Monk who finds it difficult to believe that “the Duke de Medina’s Niece, … one bred up in affluence, related to noblest families in Spain…that she should in one moment become a Captive…weighed down with chains…”(424).   
Subterranean areas form a seemingly endless dizzying succession of bolted doors, narrow winding passages, hidden trapdoors, vaults and cells, and characters trying to penetrate these areas may wander there for hours without finding the exit. Only two figures are able to navigate in these labyrinthine spaces - the jailer Nightgall and the executioner Mauger. When Cholmondeley steals the keys and tries to find the mysterious long-term prisoner whose shrieks have been troubling him, he goes in a single short attempt through four empty cells, one well-equipped torture chamber, and finds a different captive - an old man who dies immediately after being released from chains; then traverses a gallery and several passages of winding stairs, finally returning to the place where he had started.
During his second excursion in a different direction another dark Piranesi-like image appears: an abyss. After following the narrow passage Cholmondeley finds himself on the brink of a deep pit from the bottom of which the cries are heard. On inspection he discovers a miserable figure of a prisoner, half-naked, ankle-deep in water, and assailed by rats (196). It can be seen again that the menacing architectural spaces are aptly reflected in the miserable figure of a captive.
George Worth in his positive review of the works of Ainsworth explains that the writer “spaces his [architectural] descriptions judiciously throughout the novel in such a way as to heighten the effect of the novel rather than detract from it” (69). Architectural features and their descriptions definitely heighten especially the Gothic atmosphere of the novel, echoing some of the elements and design of the imaginary prisons of Piranesi. Moreover, as some critics have shown (Milkbank 146-150), Ainsworth, even if dealing with historical topics, succeeded in bringing the Gothic theme and interest in Gothic structures to the Nineteenth Century Britain. The earlier Gothic writers located the settings of their works in remote lands - Italy in Otranto, the Orient in Vathek, or Spain in The Monk  and Melmoth. With Ainsworth, and also his contemporary G.W.M. Reynolds, the Nineteenth Century settings start to prevail, and the Gothic mode becomes a national one. 
Conclusion
               The paper tried to show that Piranesi’s imaginary prisons might have inspired and fascinated both Eighteenth Century and Romantic writers, extending their influence to the Victorian period. Originating in the Age of Reason, they addressed the imagination, hidden drives, fears and desires, embedded in human nature, providing model location and architectural features discernible in the works of writers employing the Gothic mode.14     
 Notes
1. On prisons of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries and Jeremy Bentham consult “Bentham, Jeremy (1748-1832).” Roth, Mitchel P.  Prisons and Prison Systems: A Global Encyclopedia (​http:​/​​/​books.google.com​/​books?id=RTH31DgbTzgC&pg=PA33​). Westport: Greenwood Press, 2006. 33. Print.
 2. On Piranesi see Tucker, Linda Jordan. “Piranesi, Giovanni Battista.”  Encyclopedia of Romanticism (Routledge Revivals): Culture in Britain, 1780s-1830s.  Ed. Laura Dabundo. London, New York: Routledge, 2014. 457. Print. 
3. On the influence of Piranesi’s Carceri on Walpole, Beckford, Lewis and de Quincey, see also Davison, Carol M. Gothic Literature 1764-1824. Tarxien: Gutenberg Press, 2009. 29-30. Print.
4. The quote and discussion on Piranesi is also given in Snodgrass, Mary Ellen. Encyclopedia of Gothic Literature. New York: Facts On File, Inc., 2005. 149. Print.
5. On Piranesi’s influence on Beckford, see Shaffer, Elinor. “William Beckford in Venice, Liminal City.” Venetian Views, Venetian Blinds: English Fantasies of Venice. Ed. Manfred Pfister and Barbara Schaff. Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi B. V., 1999. 73-88. Print.
6. See Introduction to The Captive, Cox, Jeffrey N. Seven Gothic Dramas, 1789-1825.Ohio University Press, 1992. 225. Print.
7. On the imagery of stairs, see Davis, Christopher. “The Gothic Staircase: From Piranesi to Harry Potter.” Web. http://www.vaultofthoughts.com/2014/12/21/gothic-staircase/ (​http:​/​​/​www.vaultofthoughts.com​/​2014​/​12​/​21​/​gothic-staircase​/​​)  26th January 2015. 
8. On relation of Piranesi to the sublime see also Ek, Fatma Ipek . The Archaeological Sublime: History and Architecture in Piranesi’s Drawings. A thesis submitted to the Graduate School of Engineering and Sciences of Izmir Institute of Technology. Izmir, June 2006. Web. http://library.iyte.edu.tr/tezler/master/mimarlik/T000527.pdf (​http:​/​​/​library.iyte.edu.tr​/​tezler​/​master​/​mimarlik​/​T000527.pdf​) 29th January 2015.
9. See Wilton-Ely, John. The Mind and Art of Giovanni Battista Piranesi. London: Thames and Hudson, 1978.  81-89. Print.
10. See Hayter, Alethea. “Contemporary Imagery.” Opium and the Romantic Imagination. Berkley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1968. 84-100. Print.
11. On darkness see Praz, Mario. The Romantic Agony. Trans. Angus Davidson. OUP, 1978. 27.  Print.  On influence of Piranesi on English Romantic writers, see also Yourcenar, Marguerite. “The Dark Brain of Piranesi.” Dark Brain of Piranesi and other essays. Trans. Richard Howard.  New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1984. Print. 
12. However, Carver believes that Ainsworth deviated from Scott as a historical novelist since, unlike Scott, he was interested in dramatizing the lives of famous historical figures. Carver links him to Sophocles and Shakespeare rather than to Scott.
13. This ambition of the writer was supported by the great illustrator George Cruikshank who shared his interest in the ancient monument. Cruikshank produced forty engravings of events in the narrative and fifty-eight woodcuts depicting the architectural features of the Tower (Carver). On Cruikshank, see, for example, Patten, Robert L. George Cruikshank’s Life, Times, and Art, vol. 2: 1835-1878. London: The Lutterworth Press, 1996. Print.
14. However, Piranesi’s influence did not end two centuries ago - it is still felt throughout literary and artistic genres. For example, as Misha Kavka has shown, Piranesi inspired a cameraman Karl Freund and director Tod Browning in their film Dracula (1931) starring Bela Lugosi. There they constructed a colossal space full of receding planes where a tiny figure appears at the bottom of the screen, counterbalancing human insignificance and immense space (Kavka, Misha. “The Gothic on screen.” The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction. Ed. Jerrold E. Hogle. CUP, 2002. 209-28.  Print). To mention one popular contemporary novel, some critics believe that also Harry Potter’s Gothic elements, such as the Grand Staircase, are clearly connected to Piranesi’ s iconic spaces (see Davis, note 7).
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